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I’d like to dedicate this book to my beloved family:

My darling husband, Mark, my gorgeous daughter, Reilly,

and my two lovely stepsons, James and Cameron.

My blended family is an unexpected blessing for which I am truly grateful.

[image: ]






Dear Reader,

Thank you for picking up a copy of my devotional, Unexpected Blessings. I pray that these inspirations will nourish your soul and open your heart. With each entry you read, I pray that you will hear God’s loving voice.

I had such thoughtful and kind feedback from many of you about my bestselling book Box of Butterflies. I was inspired to take a deeper dive into the themes of that book—strength, kindness, courage, love, stillness, gratitude, and home. I created this devotional using some of the stories from my life that I shared in Box of Butterflies. But I also felt a nudge in my heart to share new stories as well, along with lessons I learned from them.

At the beginning of each devotional, you’ll read either a small excerpt from Box of Butterflies or a quote I find inspirational or both. I’ll share a Scripture to reflect on, and we’ll explore how the two fit together to teach us God’s truth, strengthening us for the day ahead. Finally, I’ll lead us in a prayer to still our minds in the loving presence of God.

We all live such busy lives, and in our busyness, we can forget to take a moment for ourselves, for each other, for God. We forget to notice the sometimes-surprising blessings He sends. Yet a kind word, a sweet smile, and a tender touch are all simple and loving ways that can remind us to move through our day with grace. Remember, it only takes a moment to be kind. By committing to a daily devotional, you are showing kindness to yourself. You are taking time to be still and know God.

Unexpected Blessings is my gift to you, a gentle reminder to start each day in the presence of our loving God. I do hope the time you spend reading this book lifts your spirit and touches your heart, reminding you that you are special and loved.

I believe God wants to walk with us on a path of greater trust, greater peace, greater hope. I’m picturing this devotional as a journey you and I will take together, listening to God’s voice of love. If that sounds good to you, let’s close with a prayer, looking forward to all that He has in store for us.
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Thank You, God, for speaking to us.

Thank You for making this beautiful world for us to enjoy.

Please help us to hear Your voice, Lord.

Teach us to be quiet and listen to Your message of love.

We want to know and love You more.

Reveal to us Your unexpected blessings and

strengthen us through every page of this book, we pray.

In Jesus’ name, amen.



Take care, dear reader.

With love,
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The Strength to Soar


I know that this life can be filled with sorrow.

We all experience loss and heartbreak.

But oh, if we can just remember that in the struggle our wings become stronger.

We can get through even the hardest times, and one day we will fly.

BOX OF BUTTERFLIES

Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day… So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.

2 CORINTHIANS 4:16, 18



I’ve been a person of faith my whole life. In our house it was always the right time for a prayer. Gratitude for God’s blessings was part of the everyday fabric of our lives. I lost my mother suddenly when I was only ten, and our faith became even more essential as my family leaned on each other and God to get us through that difficult and painful time.

Not long after Mother passed, my father and I visited her graveside. We brought pansies, her favorite flower. She said they reminded her of little butterflies. Just then a butterfly flew right in front of us, dancing on the wind. And my dad said, “Would you look at that! That wee butterfly could be your mother’s spirit right there.” I have always felt that that butterfly was a gift from God, a reminder of His loving presence.1 It was a comfort to me.

In my grief, God reminded me I wasn’t alone. You are not alone in your pain, either. As we surrender our heartache to Jesus, we can find purpose in pain.

I don’t imagine many caterpillars creeping about, contemplating their purpose. When they begin to spin cocoons, they probably aren’t envisioning future challenges. Breaking out of a tight sheath of woven silk is difficult, but there is purpose in the caterpillar’s pain. In the struggle to release itself from a dark cocoon, the butterfly becomes strong enough to fly.

I don’t know what you brought to this devotional. You may be suffering deeply and struggling with overwhelming issues. My heart breaks with you. You may be enjoying a glorious season of peace. I rejoice with you.

Wherever you are in your life, I urge you to fix your eyes, not on your circumstances but on Jesus. At some point, all of us face the dark cocoon of pain. We may long to escape. Yet we must also remember that our struggle, in the hands of God, has purpose. In this way, pain becomes an unexpected blessing. It makes us strong enough to fly.




    [image: ]

    
Dear Jesus, please help me to fix my eyes on You,

not on what’s around me.

Thank You that even when I feel like I’m wasting away,

You are with me.

You bring hope and peace in the dark.

Help me to find Your purpose in every heartache.

Please make me strong enough to fly with You,

and please help me encourage others to soar with You, too.

Amen.
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The Strength to Remember


I remember it so clearly… I read through a number of scripts that my agent wanted me to consider; none was terribly appealing. Then I picked up one with the working title Angel’s Attic, later to be retitled Touched by an Angel.

BOX OF BUTTERFLIES

…the Holy Spirit, Whom the Father will send in My name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.

JOHN 14:26



Memory allows us to revisit the most beautiful moments of our lives. I’ll never forget receiving the audition packet for Touched by an Angel. Far more significantly, I recall the breathtaking moment I held Reilly, my daughter, for the very first time. And I’m still tempted to blush as I recall stealing glances at my husband, Mark, before I even knew his name (and while he was getting a haircut, no less). I cherish the recollection of my mother singing and laughing, the way poetry came alive as my father read it to me, night after night.

Other memories, of course, carry a tremendous amount of pain. All of us would like to forget some things.

May I also propose that you and I might have forgotten some things that God wants us to remember?

Years ago, when I read the pilot script for Touched by an Angel, tears came to my eyes. This was the kind of material I had been looking for. The series told the story of angels who show up at crossroads in people’s lives with a message of faith and love. The angels come to earth to remind people that God loves them and hasn’t forgotten them.2

Jesus must have known people would need help remembering what He said; that’s why John 14:26 promises the Holy Spirit will teach us and remind us. I don’t know about you, but I often need reminding. Just like the people my character, Monica, visited in each episode of Touched by an Angel, I often need to be reminded that God loves me, that He hasn’t forgotten me.

I believe God wants you to remember this, too.

As we journey together, I hope to help you remember. I pray that I can remind you of truths you may have forgotten in the busyness and strain of life. I want to point you to our eternal home.

In this process, God may ask us to lay certain memories aside. He doesn’t want those recollections to hurt us any longer. We can let go; we can forgive. Our memories can be shaped by God. Today we can choose to take up His peace. We can be reminded of His love. I’d like to pray for us as we choose.
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Father, thank You for reminding us who we are and Whose we are.

We are Your beloved children.

May we never forget that You are for us and with us.

Please use the words in this book and in Your Book to teach and remind us every day.

You are the source of all that is good, beautiful, and true.

We love You and we receive Your strength.

In Jesus’ name, amen.
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The Strength of a Compassionate Heart


I realized that playing the role of Monica would require a compassionate heart. And I felt deep in my soul that I had been prepared for this role by the loss I had experienced in my own life.

BOX OF BUTTERFLIES

Jesus saw the huge crowd as He stepped from the boat, and He had compassion on them and healed their sick.

MATTHEW 14:14



Never underestimate the strength of a compassionate heart.

It requires very little of a person to be self-focused, bitter, or angry. Compassion, on the other hand, asks quite a lot of us. It requires us to look outward and upward, to receive strength from God and freely give His love to others.

I grew up watching my father display a thousand small acts of compassion. His example shaped me. Playing Monica on Touched by an Angel for nine seasons expanded my compassionate heart even further.

In each episode, I knew that I could relate to the very people Monica was coming to visit, that I could meet those people in their places of loss and hurt because I had felt loss and hurt so intensely myself at such a young age.3 In God’s hands, the pain of losing my mother was not wasted, but transformed into a heart of compassion.

Over and again, the Bible describes Jesus as compassionate. He saw hurting people and healed them. He saw anxious people and spoke words of peace. He saw downhearted people and gave them hope.

I believe that, if we look around, we will see the same kinds of people—hurting, harried, hopeless. Like Jesus, we can respond to them with compassion, if only we will ask Him for the strength to look beyond ourselves.

This can be difficult if you have experienced deep heartache. When we lose a loved one, endure horrors like abuse or neglect, or face chronic illness, it’s understandable that looking to the needs of others isn’t always our first response.

That’s precisely why we need Jesus to give us the strength of His compassionate heart. Only then can we give compassion to others.

The dictionary defines compassion as “a feeling of deep sympathy and sorrow for another who is stricken by misfortune, accompanied by a strong desire to alleviate the suffering.”4 What do you think might happen in our world if we prayed that God would grant us compassion—“a strong desire to alleviate suffering”? I invite you to pray with me about this right now.
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Jesus, thank You for being so compassionate.

You see people and want to care for them.

Then You do!

How wonderful You are.

Thank You for caring for me so tenderly.

Please give me a beautiful heart like Yours.

Strengthen me with compassion for others,

and move in me to help the people around me, just as You do.

Amen.
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The Strength of Openness to God


My favorite part of each episode was filming the scene we called the “angel revelation.” Monica was an undercover angel pretending to be a doctor or a police officer, but she was truly there to help someone at an emotional crossroads. The moment always came when the person broke down, feeling lost in the midst of their painful circumstances, before finally fully surrendering to God. They would cry out: “I cannot do this by myself. God help me.”

BOX OF BUTTERFLIES

I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which He has called you.

EPHESIANS 1:18A



The “angel revelation” was the central, emotional heart of each episode of Touched by an Angel. In a person’s moment of greatest need, my character, Monica, would reveal her true identity as an angel sent from Almighty God. She was a messenger, and the message was this: “There is a God, He loves you, and He has a plan for your life.”

Before filming this scene, I would close my eyes, open my heart, and pray. It was an emotional moment to film, but it also filled me up—so much so that I would leave the set feeling as if God had just touched me personally. This was the moment in the show when people opened their eyes and felt the truth they had forgotten: that each of us is a special child of a loving God—a child who is loved unconditionally.5

What if an angel came to you, dear one? Would you open your eyes and your heart to God’s message of love?

The Apostle Paul prayed that his brothers and sisters in Christ would open their eyes. Indeed, he prayed “that the eyes of [their] heart may be enlightened.” This reminds me of Jesus’ words in Matthew 6: “The eye is the lamp of the body; so then, if your eye is clear, your whole body will be full of light.”6

If we want to be full of light, we need to open our eyes to God’s truth. If we close our hearts to the messages of God’s love, we will never know the hope to which He’s called us. God wants us to develop the strength to open our eyes and hearts to Him.

In nature, through relationships, in His Word, through prayer, God is sending light and love to fill you. Open your eyes today, dear one. Let His light flood in.
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Heavenly Father, thank You for revealing Yourself to me.

You open Your arms wide to receive me in love.

Thank You; forever thank You.

Please open my eyes to Your truth and

fill every part of me with Your light.

And please allow me to speak Your message of

hope and peace to others.

In Jesus’ name, amen.






    
        [image: ]


The Strength to Do All Things


The White family was shocked to learn during the reunion that they were given only a five percent chance of surviving.

CNN NEWS

I can do everything through Christ, Who gives me strength.

PHILIPPIANS 4:13, NLT



Everything? Really?

Are you saying that God can help someone learn—midair—to fly a plane on a rapid crash course?

Yes, He can.

He already has.

Just moments after pilot Lt. Col. Joe Cabuk settled his King Air twin-engine toward cruising altitude, the unimaginable happened. Cabuk suffered a massive heart attack, dying instantly. Passenger and pharmacist Doug White discovered the pilot slumped over his controls and immediately radioed for emergency support.

“Disengage the autopilot. We’re gonna have you hand-fly the plane,” the responding air traffic controller instructed White.

Months previously, God began to develop in Doug White the strength to bring his family safely to ground. White had received some private pilot lessons but had never flown anything like the sophisticated airplane in which his family traveled that fateful day. One report likened it to learning to drive a Volkswagen, then being asked to race an IndyCar twenty minutes later.7

God also instilled in White the steady demeanor and determined mind that enabled him to react to crisis in a truly remarkable way. “He was like the coolest cucumber,” an air traffic controller remembered.

Doug White called his disposition “focused fear.” What an incredible description! With a deadpan Louisiana twang, Doug White radioed Air Traffic Control: “You find me the longest, widest runway you can, ma’am… Me and the good Lord are hand-flying this.”8

Doug told his wife and daughters, “Y’all go back there, and I want you to pray hard.”

God answered their prayers, and their father safely landed the plane.

The Whites, longtime believers in Jesus, readily acknowledge that God brought them home through the power of prayer and strength of spirit. That’s why—as one of the producers for the cinematic retelling of this miraculous story of strength, hope, and overcoming—I chose the film title On a Wing and a Prayer.

These events occurred on an Easter Sunday, and I believe that God arranged even the date of this miracle. Jesus’ resurrection broke the power of death. His resurrection gives us hope that all things are possible. His strength in us means that far more than all we ask for or imagine is available to us through Jesus, even if that means midair flight lessons.

Dear one, whatever incredible odds you are facing or might ever face, you can do all things through Christ, Who gives you strength. Never forget it.
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Thank You, Almighty God,

for granting us strength to do all things.

Sometimes life feels overwhelming.

We don’t think we can make it through certain things.

You promise that all things are possible because of You.

Help us to fully believe and trust this.

We place our hope in Your strength

and we receive Your strength for our journey.

Amen.
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The Strength to Be Still


When we’re caught up in the busyness of our lives, we forget our true role in this life. When we’re wrapped up in worrying about the future or are stressed about something we did in the past, we do not feel God’s peace. But if we can simply stop and be in the now, we can remember Him.

BOX OF BUTTERFLIES

I recall all You have done, O Lord;

I remember Your wonderful deeds of long ago.

PSALM 77:11, NLT



While we were filming an “angel revelation” scene, it often felt as if time stood still. We would hold hands before we filmed and we would pray. All that mattered was surrendering to Love and Hope. In our surrender was a moment of remembering.

In remembering God, we come to a point of stillness, and it is in our stillness that God comes in. It is in the silence that we hear the whisper of His voice.9 God’s goodness is all too easy to forget in our noisy, worried world.

When we’re overwhelmed or stressed, it’s challenging to stay centered, isn’t it?

It takes great strength to reject worries about the past or fears of the future. It takes strength to be in the moment, surrendered and still. But God is in the now! I don’t want to miss Him, and I don’t believe you want that, either.

I’ve discovered that remembering what God’s done and thanking Him for it helps me stay grounded. Psalm 77:11 provides a great example of this. The Psalmist deliberately decides to “recall” all that the Lord has done and “remember” not only the good things that happened yesterday but wonderful deeds of “long ago.”

God the Holy Spirit develops gratitude in us by reminding us of all He’s done. Maybe you can be grateful today for that conversation you had with a beloved friend or family member. Perhaps gratitude wells up inside you recalling how God helped you financially or with a health issue. Whether you’re going through a hard time or a happy time right this moment, you can always remember what Jesus did for you “long ago.” He died to give you eternal life.

Right here, right now, take a moment to remember God. Let go of the busyness. Let go of worry. Recall God’s love and peace. Let go of the past and be present with Jesus. Let gratitude fill your heart and give you strength.
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In this quiet moment, I remember You, Lord.

You are the Almighty God and the Everlasting Father.

You show me such love. Help me never to forget.

Please help us live one day at a time,

enjoying one moment at a time,

taking this world as it is and not as I would have it,

trusting that You will make all things right

if I surrender to Your will.10

In Jesus’ name, amen.
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The Strength to Press On


In three words, I can sum up everything I’ve learned about life:

It goes on.

ROBERT FROST, DURING HIS EIGHTIETH BIRTHDAY CELEBRATION11

Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.

PHILIPPIANS 3:13B–14



My mother-in-law continually impresses me. Well into her nineties, Jean lives alone, caring not only for herself but also for her beloved dog, Frank. Jean embodies two national traits of her home country, Great Britain: courage and determination. Raised during World War II, evacuated in the London Blitz amid heavy bombing by the Nazi air force, Jean developed early on the “stiff upper lip” for which Brits are famous. She also has a delicious sense of humor, and it has served her well.

I’ve watched Jean persevere through many trials. Her husband, Archie, faded into the painful oblivion of Alzheimer’s as he neared the end of his earthly journey. She’s faced loss after loss, as she’s outlived so many of her loved ones. And through it all, Jean goes on.

Why? Because life goes on.

Some years ago, “resilience” became a buzzword. Businesses and schools determined people lacked resilience and scrambled to instill it into workers and children. Apparently, as a society, we had strayed from this key virtue, developed during dark times our ancestors, like Jean, experienced.

People find out what they’re made of when their strength flags or fails. Like Winston Churchill, who claimed the British did not survive “because we are made of sugar candy,”12 my mother-in-law learned that you must get up and brush yourself off when life hits hard; you must press on.

God gives us the strength to do this. And the Apostle Paul gives us the “how” in Philippians 3. We refuse to look back, fretting over the past. Instead, we “press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called [us] heavenward in Christ Jesus.” We’ve been called by God, and God never calls us to something that He doesn’t also empower us to do. He gives strength and resilience, courage and determination to all who will receive it.

Some days Jean doesn’t want to get up. Frank helps her in this. Her sweet dog needs to be fed and walked, so Jean presses on for and with him. What helps you press on? If someone or something doesn’t immediately come to mind, why not pray about it? God is calling you to a resilient, faithful life. And He will strengthen you to live it. Please allow for me to pray for us right now.
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Lord, You are perfectly faithful.

Your strength never flags or fails.

We’re human, Lord, and our strength often falters,

but You have promised to empower us to the end.

You give us new strength as we look to You.

If anyone reading needs hope or a vision of what to press on for,

please give them that today.

We’re trusting You in all things.

In Jesus’ name, amen.
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The Strength of Humility


It was such a privilege to bring that message of unconditional love to a nation full of viewers for so many years…

Before we would film, we would pray as a cast and crew.

My personal prayer was always, “Less of me, more of You.”

BOX OF BUTTERFLIES

He must become greater; I must become less.

JOHN 3:30



Can you imagine someone in a boardroom, audition, or election opening with the words “Jesus must become greater; I must become less”? In our “me-first” world, living by these humble words almost seems impossible.

Dear one, humility is not impossible. In fact, “more of Jesus and less of me” is the pathway to greater peace.

I pray, Less of me, more of You, while filming or producing, parenting or grocery-shopping. No matter what I’m doing, I need the strength of Christ more than I need personal empowerment. My strength goes only so far; His power is limitless.

What about you?

Are you looking within to find purpose and power or are you looking up to God?

The Bible records John the Baptist saying, “He must become greater; I must become less.” Here’s the context of that verse: people who had previously come to John to learn about God now followed Jesus, and John’s disciples were frustrated about that. They didn’t want their leader to lose his position; they didn’t want to lose their place, either.

Sometime later, Jesus’ disciples are squabbling among themselves. Jesus asks, “What were you arguing about?” (Mark 9:33), “but they kept quiet because… they had argued about who was the greatest” (9:34). What happens next is amazing! Jesus doesn’t scold them for wanting to be great. Instead, He tells them how to be great: Be like a child, open to the world in wonder. Spend yourself in love, serving others.

As my dear friend Pastor Rick Warren says, “It’s not about you. The purpose of your life is far greater than your own personal fulfillment, your peace of mind, or even your happiness. It’s far greater than your family, your career, or even your wildest dreams and ambitions. If you want to know why you were placed on this planet, you must begin with God. You were born by His purpose and for His purpose.”13

Life isn’t about me. It’s about God. That’s why I pray, More of You, less of me. Will you pray that with me right now?
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You are the Almighty God,

but You came to the earth in humility.

You loved us so much that You died for us.

Lord, please help us to want more of You and less of ourselves.

You show us the way to live and equip us to live it well.

Help us to be humble in this pride-filled world.

We need Your strength, Lord.

In Jesus’ name, amen.
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The Strength of a New Perspective


I have always done my best thinking by the sea. And I often take my worries to the ocean’s edge and quietly pray while I walk on the sand. Something about the vast expanse of water helps to put my troubles in proper perspective. In the grand scheme of things, all the concerns I have suddenly don’t seem so critical.

BOX OF BUTTERFLIES

Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.

ROMANS 12:2, NLT



“Change your perspective, change your life,” it’s oft been said. I couldn’t agree more. How we view our circumstances, how we respond to what happens to us, what we choose to focus our attention on… these form the foundation on which we build our lives.
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